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Abstract 

The present paper enumerates the idea of nation. It tries to define nationalism and 

points out its features. Views of different critics and scholars on nationalism are discussed. 

Various types of nationalisms are also described. 

 

Keywords: Nation, Nationalism, Culture, Identity, Ethnic, State, Pan-Nationalism. 

The term ‘nation’ can be defined as a group of humans who share a common identity, 

a common language, religion, ideology, culture and history.  Nationalists define individual 

nations on the basis of certain criteria which distinguish one nation from another and 

determine the concept of each nation.  

The term Nation is derived from Latin word ‘natio’ tribe and was coined in France in 

the 13th century. 

 Chambers 21st Century Dictionary defines the term nation (noun) as: 

1. the People living  in, belonging to, and together forming  a 

single state  
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2. a race of people of common descent, history, language or 

culture etc. but not necessarily bound by defined territorial 

limits of a state 

3. a Native American tribe or federation of tribes [910]. 

The Illustrated OXFORD DICTIONARY defines the nation (noun) as: 

A community of people of mainly common descent, history, 

language etc. forming a state or inhabiting a territory   [543]. 

The New Lexicon Webster’s Dictionary of the English Language defines nation as: 

i)  A body of people recognized as an entity by virtue of  

     their historical, linguistic or ethnic links  

ii)  a body of people united under a particular political 

     organization, and usually occupying a defined  

     territory [666]. 

Webster’s Encyclopedic Unabridged Dictionary of the English Language defines 

nation as: 

An aggregation of persons of the same ethnic family, often 

speaking the same language or cognate language…[1279]. 

  Nation consists of those people living together, belonging to a particular place and 

enables to develop a single state. The people of the same race or origin, sharing common 

history and language and common culture construct the nation but at the same time it is not 

necessary that these people belong to the same geographical boundaries. So emotional 

binding, sentimental attachment and space or place is another important feature of nation. 

This emotional and sentimental aspect can be described as nationalism. Chambers 21 st 

Century Dictionary defines the term nationalism as: 
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1. extreme pride in the history, culture and successes, etc of 

one’s nation; loyalty to one’s nation; patriotism  

2. extreme or fanatical patriotism  

3. a policy of, or movement aiming at, national unity or 

independence [910]. 

 

Nationalism highlights the glorification of one’s own culture, language and all other 

things of national interest. 

  Chambers 21st Century Dictionary also defines the term national as: “a citizen of a 

particular nation” [Ibid]. 

   The term nationality is defined as: 

1.  the status of citizenship of a particular nation 

2.  a group or set that has the character of a nation 

3.  the racial or national group to which one belongs                

[Ibid]. 

It also defines the term nationalistic as: “characterized by nationalism or excessive 

patriotism,” [Ibid]. 

Being national also implies: 

1. belonging to a particular nation 

2. concerning or covering the whole nation 

3. public; general [Ibid]. 

Rupert Emerson defines a nation as: 

Well defined territory made of a single people with a common  

language and culture with generations of shared historical  

experiences [Wikipedia Encyclopedia]. 
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Modern scholars of nationalism often assert that nationalism is flexible doctrine, as 

different nationalisms define their relevant nations as such by employing different norms; in 

some cases the nation is defined as a linguistic class, sometimes as a cultural body, a race, a 

collective common history.   

Nation state is a specific form of state. It derives its legitimacy by providing a 

sovereign territory for a nation. The nation is a cultural and/or ethnic entity whereas state is a 

political and geopolitical entity. The term ‘nation state’ implies that they geographically 

coincide, and this differentiates the nation-state from other types of state which historically 

preceded it. It differs from many historical states as nation-state allows the citizens to share a 

common language, culture and values. Nation state gives the central theme of ideology of 

nationalism i.e. self-determination and sovereignty for every nation.  

The ideal nation state is occupied by one ethnic group, who speaks one language, has 

one culture and shares one religion. There are no aboriginal ethnic or cultural minorities.  

There is no immigration and any emigration or immigrant minorities either; there is 

only 100% national parentage for each generation born in nation-state in order to maintain 

state of affairs in nation-state. The state houses the nation while protecting it and its national 

identity. Many existing states are far from the idea of ideal nation-state but for the application 

of history, political science, and international law, most of them are considered as nation-

states.  

Most theories see the nation-state as 19th century European phenomenon, facilitated 

by developments such as mass literacy and the early mass media. However, historians also 

note the early emergence of a relatively unified state and a sense of common identity, in 

England, Portugal and the Dutch Republic.  

One of the most influential doctrines in history is that all humans are divided into 

groups called nation. It is an ethical and philosophical doctrine in itself. It is the starting point 
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for the ideology of nationalism. The nationals are the members of the ‘nation’ and are 

differentiated by a common identity, and almost always by a common origin, in the sense of 

ancestry, parentage or descent. The national identity refers both to the distinguishing features 

of the group, and to the individual’s sense of belonging to it. Two people may be separated 

by difference in personalities, belief systems, geographical locations, time and even spoken 

language, yet regard themselves and be seen by others, as members of the same nation.   

Nationals share certain traits and norms of behavior, certain duties towards other 

members, and certain responsibilities for the actions of the member of the same nation. 

Nation extends across generations. It includes the dead members and future generations. No-

one fixes a time-span, but nation is typically several centuries old. 

The term nation is used synonymously with ethnic group (sometimes ‘ethnos’). 

Despite the fact that ethnicity is now one of the most important aspects of cultural or social 

identity for the members of most nations in the world,  still people of the same ethnic origin 

live in different nations as there is no possibility of ideal nation-state so national identity is 

often disputed. 

The terms nation, ethnos and peoples dominate a group of human beings, a territory, 

whereas state expresses a legitimized administrative and decision making institution. 

 The academic disciplines such as political geography; international relations; political 

science; cultural anthropology; social psychology; political philosophy (normative theory); 

international law, sociology and history developed theories of nationalism and nation states.   

The idea of nation is very complicated and has various dimensions. In 1882, the 

French Orientalist Ernest Renan in his lecture “What is Nation?” provided information about 

the historical origin of the idea of nation: 

Nations… are something fairly new in history. Antiquity was 

unfamiliar with them; Egypt, China and ancient Chaldea were 
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in no way nations. They were flocks led by a Son of the Sun or 

by a Son of Heaven. Neither in Egypt nor in China were there 

citizens as such. Classical antiquity had republics, municipal 

kingdoms, confederations of local republics and empires, yet it 

can hardly be said to have had nations in our understanding of 

the term [qt in Bhabha 1990:09].    

According to Renan, the idea of nation state came into existence due to the break up 

of the Classic and medieval kingdoms in Europe. Those nations were insecure and frequently 

categorized into different entities such as clan, tribe, language or religious group. Nationhood 

always comprises the philosophy which promulgates nationalism and generates exclusive and 

homogenous form of national practice but they do not signify the multiplicity of the definite 

national community. However, it represents the concern of the dominant power groups within 

any national structure. 

Composition of the nation valorized control and domination within contemporary 

society. The myth of a national custom is concentrated on not only a general idea of a social 

group but also erect a modern idea of a nation-state. The diverse agencies of nation state 

which represents the state power such as military and police, judiciaries, religious hierarchies, 

educational systems and political organizations are legitimized as the evocative of an 

amalgamated national history and culture. This is how the concept of nation and nation state 

is drawn. Timothy Brennan rightly points out in this context: 

As for the ‘nation’ it is both historically determined and 

general. As a term, it refers both to the modern nation-state and 

to something more ancient and nebulous – the natio – a local 

community, domicile, family, condition of belonging. The 

distinction is often obscured by nationalist who seek to place 
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their own country in an ‘immemorial past’ where its 

arbitrariness cannot be questioned [Brennan 1989:02]. 

  Thus the idea of nation is unclear. It is because of the power of nation state that 

nationalism has appeared as the powerful force in the modern society.  

Nation is purely a western notion but the European imperialists themselves could not 

originate their principles and national objectives until they colonized other countries as 

Bhabha points out:  

Nation-state is not only the by-product of the conditions created 

by European exploration; it was, more or less from the start, 

begun in cats of separation from the European centres of 

Madrid, Paris and London. … Thus Europe was not able to 

formulate their own national aspirations until the, these 

countries were not able to formulate their own national 

aspirations until the markets made possible by European 

imperial penetration motivated [the construction of the nation-

state at home]. In short, European nationalism was motivated 

by what Europe was doing in its far-flung dominions. The 

‘national idea’, in other words, flourished in the soil of foreign 

conquest [Ibid: 21]. 

The idea of nation appears to be contradictory for it guides to cause and effect of 

colonialism. The idea of nation grew in the colonial era. Colonies responded to the 

colonialism in terms of confrontation of nationalism and anti-colonial movement. But it 

should be observed that it was the idea of nationalism itself that had forced colonialism in the 

initial place. 

  Christophe, in Aime Cesaire’s Le Roi Christophe says about Nation:  
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A nation isn’t a sudden creation; it’s a slow ripening, year after 

year, ring after ring. Ha, that’s a good one! Sow the seeds of 

civilization, he says. Yes, unfortunately, it grows slowly [Ibid 

1989:118]. 

Sometimes the concept of nation appears to be a myth.  The phrase ‘Myths of the 

Nation’ is confusing because of its various meanings. It is increased still further when 

considered together- myth as deformation or lie; myth as mythology, legend or oral practice 

etc.  All these meanings are offered at different times in modern political, cultural and 

historical writings. The British cultural historian, Raymond Williams, has remarked on the 

need to differentiate between these opinions: 

Nation as a term is radically connected with ‘native’. We are 

born into relationships which are typically settled in a place. 

This form of primary and ‘placeable’ bonding is of quite 

fundamental human and natural importance. Yet the jump from 

that to anything like the modern nation-state is entirely artificial 

[qt in Brennan 1989:02]. 

 

In its European genesis, nationalism was also messianic, fashioned on prototypes of 

Judeo-Christianity. According to Kohn, modern nationalism acquired three notions from Old 

Testament mythology: “the idea of a chosen people, the emphasis on a common stock 

memory of the past and of hopes of future, and finally national messianism” [Kohn 1965:11]. 

If the idea of superiority, (‘chosen people’ [Ibid 11]) exemplifies the view of the European 

voyager, it is the Hebraic underdog, the meaning of being an outcast people that characterizes 

the other: 
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Not only oppressed nationalities took refuge in the hope of a 

messianic mission; …it expressed also the struggle of heretical 

sects and oppressed classes for the realization of their dreams 

and aspirations, and as the secular idea of historical progress it 

still retains today some of its religious force  [Ibid 12]. 

A national culture is neither folklore nor a conceptual populism determining the 

people’s true nature. It is the entire body of efforts by a people in the area of thought. Ethnic 

groups are also usually defined as a Stateless nation not signified by its own unique, 

coterminous state. The notion has historically been controversial, and led to a multitude of 

wars, clashes, and mass deaths through history.  

Partha Chatterjee examining the contemporary attempts at theorizing the nation and 

nationalism through post-colonial experience remarks that political community of the nation 

superseded the preceding ‘cultural system’ of religious community and dynastic realm. This 

implies that political consciousness precede the other systems of identity formation such as 

religion, culture or formalized structure of inherited power. 

  Modern development in information technology and transport are crucial for the 

emergence of national consciousness. They have brought the world closer and contributed to 

the formation of public opinion on most national and international issues.    Nationness is 

virtually inseparable from political consciousness. The nation is what Foucault has called a 

‘discursive formation’- not simply an allegory or imaginative vision, but a gestative political 

structure. 

  The national identity refers both to the distinguishing features of the group and to the 

individual sense of belonging to it. Membership in a nation is usually involuntary and 

determined by birth.  However, national identity reflects differences in region, class, gender 

and language or dialect. Nationalism is a form of universalism when it makes universal claim 
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about how the world should be organized but it is particularistic with regard to individual 

nation. National identity implies the categorization of human beings; each individual is 

assigned to one specific nation. The idea of nationhood is nothing but a concretization of 

disparate elements. The multiplicities of culture, race and political structure gave rise to 

dialectic of uniformity and specificity of world culture and national culture. This is also 

accentuated by Frantz Fanon’s claim that “it is at the heart of national consciousness that 

international consciousness lives and grows” [1968:247-248]. In an age of globalization, then 

one of the aims of cultural resistance is the development of universal culture which aims at 

integration in the contemporary world. 

Nationalist movements can also be organized by other norm, such as scale and 

location.   In all kinds of nationalism, the people believe that they share some kind of 

common culture, and culture can never be totally estranged from ethnicity.   

There are various types of nationalisms that can be described.   

Civic nationalism or civil nationalism is the type of nationalism in which the state 

gains political authenticity from the active contribution of its population, from the point to 

which it stands for the will of the people.  Civic nationalism   as a form of nationalism   is 

distinguished from ethnic nationalism. Membership of the civic nation is believed to be 

voluntary.   

  Ethnic nationalism or ethno nationalism describes the nation in terms of ethnicity. It 

constantly comprises some constituents of origin from previous generations. It also consists 

of ideas of a culture common between members of the group and with their ancestors, and 

frequently a common language. Membership in the nation is inherited. The state obtains 

political authority from its status as homeland of the ethnic group, and from its purpose to 

safeguard the national group and help its socio-cultural life as a group.   
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Anthony Smith employs the term 'ethnic nationalism' for non-Western ideas of 

nationalism rather than Western views of a nation identified by its geographical terrain.   

‘Ethnic nationalism’ is the more universal term, and used for nationalists who seize these 

ideas in an unofficial, natural, or haphazard way. The disparaging form of both is 

‘ethnocentric nationalism’ or ‘tribal nationalism,’ though ‘tribal nationalism’ can have a non-

pejorative signifying   African, Native American, or other nationalisms that openly avow a 

tribal identity. 

  Romantic nationalism also called as organic nationalism, identity nationalism.  In this 

the state gains political legitimacy as an innate effect and expression of the nation or race.   

Romantic nationalism highlights a historical ethnic culture which congregates the Romantic 

Ideal; folklore developed as a Romantic nationalist idea.   

Cultural nationalism describes the nation by common culture. Membership   is neither 

completely intentional as one cannot instantaneously obtain a culture nor inherited as 

offspring of members may be believed outsiders if they grew up in another culture.   

   Liberal nationalism is a non-xenophobic type of nationalism attuned with liberal 

values of liberty, lenience, equality, and individual rights.  Liberal nationalists frequently 

look after the value of national identity by saying that individuals require a national identity 

to   lead meaningful, independent lives.   

State nationalism is a type of civic nationalism. It is   frequently merged with ethnic 

nationalism. It entails that the nation is a community of those who play a part to the 

maintenance and strength of the state, and that the individual live to contribute to this goal. 

Italian fascism is the best example, epitomized in this slogan of Mussolini: "Tutto nello Stato, 

niente al di fuori dello Stato, nulla contro lo Stato." ("Everything in the State, nothing outside 

the State, nothing against the State").   
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However, the term ‘state nationalism’ is frequently used in clash between 

nationalisms, and particularly where a secessionist movement deals with an established 

nation state. The secessionists talk of state nationalism to question the authenticity of the 

superior state, as state nationalism is supposed as less authentic and less democratic.   There 

are no certain external criteria to review which side is right. So as a result   the people are 

torn by contradictory appeals to its loyalty and patriotism. 

Religious nationalism describes the nation in terms of common religion combining 

culture, ethnicity, and language. If the state claims political authority from faithfulness to 

religious doctrines, then it is more of a theocracy than a nation-state. Much ethnic and 

cultural nationalism comprise religious dimensions to highlight the group identity and not to   

the inherent motivation for nationalist assertions.   

Pan-nationalism is generally an ethnic and cultural nationalism. Seldom pan-

nationalism is related to mono-ethnic nationalism, when the national group is isolated over a 

wide area and numerous states - as in Pan-Germanism. 

   Diaspora nationalism or, as Benedict Anderson terms it, ‘long-distance nationalism’  

usually refers to nationalist feeling among a diaspora such as the Irish in the United States, or 

the Lebanese in the Americas and Africa, and the Armenians in Europe and the United States.   

Anderson affirms that this type of nationalism works as ‘phantom bedrock’ for people who 

desire to experience a national association, but who do not really want to abandon their 

diaspora community. The vital difference between pan-nationalism and diaspora nationalism 

is that members of a Diaspora are no longer inhabitant in their national or ethnic homeland.   

   Thus nation is related to state, culture and ethnic groups. It is necessarily a    

Geo-political entity. It can be concluded that various nationalisms share a common thread of 

culture and ethnicity. 
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